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CORRESPONDENCE 
This department welcomes comments on the contents or policy 
of HM, corrections of errors in the literature, questions and 
discussion of previously published questions, brief notices of 
historical discoveries, and other communications of interest to 
the history of mathematics community. 
'MATHEMATICS' -- SINGULAR OR PLURAL? 
A Note from Lewis Pyenson 
Vniversite de Mont&al 
Jos6 Babini has asked [HM 1, 4561 whether, in the Spanish 
version, the plural in the subtitle of this journal should be 
changed to the singular, pointing out the widespread use of the 
feminine singular la matetitica when the unity of mathematics is 
emphasized. 
The Greeks gave two forms for 'mathematics': one, neuter 
plural, was used for mathematical objects; the other, feminine 
singular, denoted mathematical science. According to the O.E.D. 
[193312 in early English usage 'mathematics' was always plural 
and usually prefaced by 'the.' 'Mathematics' in contemporary 
usage originated from a contraction of 'mathematical sciences,' 
and seems to have had no connection with the Greek neuter plural 
form. By analogy with 'physics,' the singular substantive 
'mathematic' disappeared, by the 16th century, in favor of 
'mathematics.' Despite a brief resurgence of 'mathematic' during 
the late 19th century by those who sought to emphasize the unity 
of mathematics, variation in 'mathematics' today is confined 
to abbreviation: whereas in North America one refers to the 
university course "Math 101," in Great Britain and the Antipodes 
one specifies "Maths 101." 
On the other hand, the Roman languages have retained both the 
feminine singular and plural forms of 'mathematics,' roughly 
keeping the significance of the Greek distinction. Why should 
this be so? 
Perhaps we can gain some insight into this question by using 
the O.E.D. [1933] and Robert [1972] to examine another word of 
similar origin. 'Mechanics' had two forms in Greek and Latin, 
the feminine singular referring to mechanical sciences and the 
neuter plural to works of mechanical art. The English language 
evolution of 'mechanics' is similar to 'mathematics.' The 
Roman tongues, however, have retained only the feminine singular 
form (which, of course, may be made plural as occasion necessi- 
tates). The problem is further complicated when we consider a 
word of slightly different heritage, 'dynamics.' The Greek form, 
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denoting power or strength, is singular. Both ‘dynamic’ and 
‘dynamics ’ survive in English. Nevertheless, although the ‘its’ 
orthography predominated among natural philosophers after the 
17th century, there was often considerable confusion concerning 
whether, in reality, “dynamics is” or “dynamics are.” A similar 
confusion existed at first for ‘statistics,’ coined as a misnomer 
in the late 18th century from the German word denoting studies 
in statecraft. “Statistics’ in the singular originally referred 
to the general science of data gathering. By the 19th century, 
the term ‘statistic’ was applied to specific information. 
‘Physics’ is also worth considering here. The Latin form is 
physica, neuter plural. ‘Physic’ was generally associated with 
the medical arts, and, in any event, became rare by the 18th 
century. The ‘its’ form predominated for physical sciences, 
and, probably following ‘mathematics,’ has been employed as a 
singular since the 16th century. Roman tongues have retained 
dynamique and physique from the beginning. More recent additions 
to these languages, such as statistique and cirkmatique, were 
made to conform to existing words of the same type. Not surpri- 
singly, Amp’ere’s cingmatique was translated into English as 
’ kinematics, ’ a singular science which has since been eclipsed 
by ‘kinetics.’ 
At the end of the 19th century, W.K. Clifford attempted, with 
little success, to encourage dropping the “s” from many singular 
scientific substantives ending in “its.” Nevertheless, during 
the 19th and 20th centuries, ‘mathematics’ is definitely a 
singular English science. In French, on the other hand, 
mathknatique or mathkmtiques was a subject of some concern for 
methodological reformers such as Auguste Comte, C.-A. Laisant, 
and Nicholas Bourbaki. From this point of view, the Roman 
tongues contained a natural means, absent in English, for 
addressing an important philosophical problem. 
Now, although I do not know what mathematics is, I believe I 
can recognize les sciences mathgmatiques. In fact, the unity 
implied by math&natique is surely a proper subject for historical 
investigation. One wonders whether language and philosophical 
approaches to unifying mathematics are related to the disciplin- 
ary organization of mathematics. According to one view, like 
physics, modern mathematics, as a whole, is a child of the 19th 
century. At the beginning of the 19th century, for example, 
mechanics was the province of natural philosophers and physiciens. 
By 1850, mechanics was claimed by the emerging disciplines of 
both physics and pure mathematics. Toward the end of the 19th 
century, the new engineering faculties also claimed it. Indeed, 
though one is reasonably clear about that which mechanics treats, 
one is not sure that it belongs to mathematics so much as to 
‘mathematized sciences * or ‘physical sciences.’ HM, I think, 
seeks to consider, without prejudgment, all the mathematical 
sciences. For this reason, it seems to me that the plural form 
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in the Roman tongues, as given on the cover of HM, is appropriate. 
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REVIEWS OF OLD BOOKS 
A Conrmunication from Charles V. Jones 
York University, Toronto 
Do you think essay reviews of 'classic' mathematics books 
would be appropriate in Historia Mathematics? The review could 
give a summary and general critique, discuss the book's innova- 
tions and their reception, examine its wider influence (e.g., on 
subsequent mathematical writing, on the cultural milieu, on 
individuals), and place it in the history of mathematics. Text- 
books would be obvious choices, but so would many research 
monographs and expository works. 
Such reviews need not be a regular feature, and probably could 
not be, if properly done. 
Editor's Note: Yes. This is what we mean by "We welcome 
also retrospective reviews of older books*' in the introduction 




The 1975 meeting of the Canadian Society for the History and 
Philosophy of Mathematics/ Soci&5 Canadienne d'Histoire et de 
Philosophie des Mathgmatiques will be held on JUNE 7 and not on 
July 7 as announced in the February issue (HM 2, 76). 
